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Abstract
When facilitated intentionally and inclusively, signature work—in which students develop culminating
products over time, guided by faculty feedback and driven by their own inquiry—has the potential to be a
high-impact practice with transformative results. That potential may be heightened when signature work
involves community engagement. As we argue in this article, campus practitioners should consider how
students’ participation in community-engaged signature work may positively affect certain noncognitive
outcomes as well as cognitive outcomes.
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When facilitated inten onally and inclusively, signature work—
in which students develop culmina ng products over  me,
guided by faculty feedback and driven by their own inquiry—has
the poten al to be a high-impact prac ce with transforma ve
results. That poten al may be heightened when signature work
involves community engagement. As we argue in this ar cle,
campus prac  oners should consider how students’
par cipa on in community-engaged signature work may
posi vely aﬀect certain noncogni ve outcomes as well as
cogni ve outcomes.
The Beneﬁts of High-Impact Prac ces
High-impact prac ces are referred to as such because they have
been shown to posi vely aﬀect a broad range of cogni ve
outcomes, including students’ perceived gains in deep learning,
general educa on skills, prac cal competence, and personal and
social development (Kuh and O’Donnell 2013; Brownell and
Swaner 2010). These prac ces, which Kuh and O’Donnell (2013)
have deﬁned according to a list of eight characteris cs, beneﬁt
diverse student groups, and par cularly those tradi onally
underserved by higher educa on (Finley and McNair 2013).
Educators and educa on experts have increasingly paid
a en on to the fact that these prac ces might also contribute
to students’ development of certain noncogni ve skills, such as
sense of purpose, meaning, and overall well-being. Researchers
have begun to make connec ons between students’
par cipa on in high-impact prac ces and their increased sense
of self-conﬁdence, resilience, and self-esteem (Finley and
McNair 2016; Finley, Major, and Mitchell, forthcoming).
Service learning, one of the most common high-impact
prac ces, has been shown to posi vely aﬀect a range of
outcomes, par cularly those associated with cogni ve
development, such as cri cal thinking, problem-solving, and
grade point average (Brownell and Swaner 2010; Finley 2011).
Emerging evidence suggests that service-learning and
community-based experiences also contribute to greater levels
of perceived ﬂourishing and other noncogni ve capaci es
(Finley 2016). Connec ng two high-impact prac ces—signature
work and community engagement—may amplify outcomes for
students (see Swaner and Brownell 2010; Finley and Kuh 2015).
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Suppor ng the work of Kuh and O’Donnell (2013), Clayton-
Pedersen and Finley (2010) have argued that high-impact
prac ces typically share three essen al characteris cs: high
levels of eﬀort, high levels of interac on (including feedback),
and high levels of reﬂec on. Students’ engagement in signature
work appears to meet several of these criteria. By deﬁni on,
signature work requires high levels of eﬀort from students over
extended periods of  me. During these periods, students are
typically revising and reﬁning their work through ongoing
collabora on and interac on with faculty members, and, in
some cases, community partners and peer reviewers. Finally,
students are o en asked to reﬂect on the process of crea ng
their signature work.  
If signature work is a high-impact prac ce, to what degree might
it aﬀect students’ whole-person development, in addi on to
their development of cogni ve outcomes? Construc ng
signature work involves more than integra ng knowledge,
problem-solving, and cri cal thinking: it also involves trying and
failing, tes ng the limits of one’s passion for a single subject,
and understanding one’s personal endurance. These outcomes
are as relevant as intellectual skills to the successful comple on
of a project; one could even argue that noncogni ve skills, such
as resilience and perseverance, are the quali es that actually get
a student’s signature work to the ﬁnish line.
Students who posi on their signature work within a community-
based context have even greater opportuni es to explore the
real-world implica ons of their projects; they encounter
problems so complex that the solu ons are con ngent upon
more than intellectual or ﬁnancial resources. Community
engagement reminds students that human connec on, self-care,
and care for others are vital resources for eﬀec ng change.
Campus Climate and Student Well-Being
If community-engaged signature work is to be most eﬀec ve in
promo ng students’ overall well-being, then the context within
which students engage with the work is vitally important.
Research suggests that students’ percep ons of campus climate
can inﬂuence learning and developmental outcomes (Pascarella
and Terenzini 2005). Our own research, a study funded by
Bringing Theory to Prac ce and conducted in partnership with
the Personal and Social Responsibility Inventory (PSRI), found
preliminary evidence sugges ng that campus climate
contributes to at least one measure of student well-being: levels
of ﬂourishing.
Using the concept of ﬂourishing outlined by Keyes (2012),
researchers found that students’ individual behaviors and
percep ons of campus climate—par cularly those related to
contribu ng to a larger community—were related to a greater
sense of ﬂourishing. Speciﬁcally, students who par cipated in
community-based projects (whether associated with a course or
not) and who reported having meaningful conversa ons with
peers about community needs reported higher levels of
ﬂourishing. Students on campuses in which there was an ethos
that promoted contribu ng to larger communi es also reported
higher levels of ﬂourishing than similar students at campuses
without such an ethos (Mitchell et al. 2016).
These and other emerging ﬁndings (see Barnhardt, Sheets, and
Pasquesi 2015; King 2016) begin to paint a picture of
connec ons among campus climates, prac ces that are
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characteris c of community-engaged signature work, and
student well-being. As men oned above, Clayton-Pedersen and
Finley (2010) have suggested that eﬀec ve high-impact prac ces
must include high levels of eﬀort and opportuni es for
reﬂec on. Findings from the collabora ve research between
Bringing Theory to Prac ce and the PSRI suggest that eﬀort put
forth in service to the community, coupled with reﬂec ve
interac ons with peers, correlates with greater reported well-
being. Par cipa on in these ac vi es within the context of
campus climates that emphasize the importance of contribu ng
to the larger community likely increases posi ve eﬀects on
students’ ﬂourishing.
Conclusion
Signature work, when inten onally and inclusively implemented
across disciplines, could very well be considered a high-impact
prac ce. Moreover, connec ng community engagement to
signature work holds the promise of immersing students deeply
in the real-world implica ons of complex problems and their
solu ons. In providing these experiences for all students,
campus leaders (faculty, staﬀ, and administrators) should
consider how these experiences uniquely contribute to
students’ development of cogni ve and noncogni ve skills.
Preliminary evidence on high-impact prac ces in general, and
service learning in par cular, suggests that students’
engagement may result in certain noncogni ve outcomes,
par cularly self-reported levels of ﬂourishing. As students
explore their signature work in community se ngs, they may
not only be learning well, they may also be learning to live well.
References
Barnhardt, Cassie L., Jessica E. Sheets, and Kira Pasquesi. 2015.
“You Expect What? Students’ Percep ons as Resources in
Acquiring Commitments and Capaci es for Civic Engagement.”
Research in Higher Educa on 56 (6): 622–44.
doi:10.1007/s11162-014-9361-8.
Brownell, Jayne E., and Lynn E. Swaner. 2010. Five High-Impact
Prac ces: Research on Learning Outcomes, Comple on, and
Quality. Washington, DC: Associa on of American Colleges and
Universi es.
Clayton-Pedersen, Alma R., and Ashley Finley. 2010. “A erword.”
In Brownell and Swaner, Five High-Impact Prac ces, 53–57.
Finley, Ashley. 2011. “Civic Learning and Democra c
Engagement: A Review of the Literature on Civic Engagement in
Post-Secondary Educa on.”
h ps://www.aacu.org/sites/default/ﬁles/ﬁles/CLDE/LiteratureReview.pdf.
———. 2016. “Well-Being: An Essen al Outcome for Higher
Educa on.” Change 48 (2): 14–19.
Finley, Ashley, and George D. Kuh. 2015. “The Case for
Connec ng First-Year Seminars and Learning Communi es.” In
Building Synergy for High-Impact Educa onal Ini a ves: First-
Year Seminars and Learning Communi es, edited by Lauren
Chism Schmidt and Janine Graziano, 3–18. Columbia, SC:
Na onal Resource Center for the First-Year Experience and
Students in Transi on.
Finley, Ashley, Linda Major, and Nancy Mitchell. Forthcoming.
“Civic Engagement: Connec ng Social Responsibility, Well-Being,
1/9/2018 Community-Engaged Signature Work: How a High-Impact Practice May Support Student Well-Being | Association of American Colleges & Univer…
https://www.aacu.org/diversitydemocracy/2016/fall/finley 4/5
and Academic Success.” In Further Wellness Issues for Higher
Educa on: How to Promote Student Health During and A er
College, edited by David S. Anderson. New York: Routledge.
Finley, Ashley, and Tia McNair. 2013. Assessing Underserved
Students’ Engagement in High-Impact Prac ces. Washington,
DC: Associa on of American Colleges and Universi es.
———. 2016. “The Intersec on of Life and Learning: What
Cultural Wealth and Liberal Educa on Mean for Whole Student
Development.” Intersec onality in Ac on, edited by Brooke
Barne  and Peter Felten, 125–36. Sterling, VA: Stylus.
Keyes, Corey L. 2012. “The Eudeamonic and the Civic.” In Civic
Provoca ons, edited by Donald W. Harward, 19–22. Washington,
DC: Bringing Theory to Prac ce.
King, Sco . 2016. “Strong Work Ethic Associated with Mental
Health.” Available from h p://www.psri.hs.iastate.edu.
Kuh, George D., and Ken O’Donnell. 2013. Ensuring Quality &
Taking High-Impact Prac ces to Scale. Washington, DC:
Associa on of American Colleges and Universi es.
Mitchell, Joshua J., Robert D. Reason, Kevin M. Hemer, and
Ashley Finley. 2016. “Percep ons of Campus Climates for Civic
Learning as Predictors of College Students’ Mental Health.”
Journal of College & Character 17 (1): 40–52.
Pascarella, Ernest T., and Patrick T. Terenzini. 2005. How College
Aﬀects Students. Vol 2, A Third Decade of Research. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Ashley Finley is associate vice president for academic aﬀairs and
dean of the Dominican Experience at Dominican University of
California; Robert Reason is professor of educa on and
associate director of research and administra on for the School
of Educa on at Iowa State University.
PREVIOUS ISSUES See All
Building Ins tu onal
Capacity for Student
Success
Fall 2017
This issue of Diversity &
Democracy suggests a
range of approaches to
building ins tu onal...
Read more
Free and Civil
Discourse
SPR/SUM 2017
What is the rela onship
between free speech and
civil discourse? Which
voices are heard in
what... Read more
Ci zenship Under
Siege
Winter 2017
The Preamble to the US
Cons tu on speaks of
“We the People”—but
who counts as “We the
People” is... Read more
1/9/2018 Community-Engaged Signature Work: How a High-Impact Practice May Support Student Well-Being | Association of American Colleges & Univer…
https://www.aacu.org/diversitydemocracy/2016/fall/finley 5/5
Meetings
Annual Mee ng 
Network Mee ngs 
PKAL Events 
Summer Ins tutes
Research & Publications
Publica ons 
AAC&U News 
Liberal Educa on 
Diversity & Democracy 
Peer Review 
Research
Programs & Partnerships
LEAP 
Programs 
Partnerships
Press
Press Releases 
AAC&U Senior Staﬀ 
AAC&U in the News 
Liberal Educa on
News Watch
       
AAC&U
1818 R Street NW
Washington, DC 20009
informa on@aacu.org
(202) 387-3760
© 2018 AAC&U 
All rights reserved
About
Strategic Plan & Goals 
Membership 
Manage Account 
AAC&U Donors 
Privacy Policy
